rickettsial lipopolysaccharide in 3 of these serum samples. Humans in this area are clearly being exposed to spotted fever rickettsiae.
Mediterranean spotted fever, a tick-transmitted rickettsiosis endemic in southern Europe, Africa, and Asia (24) , has seldom been reported in the Yugoslavian literature (25) . The incidence of Mediterranean spotted fever appears to be increasing in the Mediterranean basin (11) , including the Adriatic coast of Croatia (15) . A spotted fever group (SFG) rickettsiosis was first described for this area by Tartaglia in 1935 (22) . According to serosurveys in the Mediterranean basin, the prevalence of antibodies to SFG rickettsiae is as high as 73.5% by the indirect immunofluorescence assay (IFA) (8) . In 1984, antibodies to SFG rickettsiae were demonstrated by complement fixation in the sera of 5% of 730 healthy persons from eight islands in North Dalmatia (15) , and in 1990 the IFA showed a substantial seroprevalence among rural and urban populations (5) .
The area of investigation consists of a typical stony karst region, covered with dense shrubs and bushes of Mediterranean type in places altered by human changes. The vegetation and microclimatic factors provide a splendid habitat for small mammals, reptiles, and a large population of ticks (4, 12, 13) .
Sera collected from 477 healthy subjects living in the Adriatic coastal region including Istra (n = 42), Zadar (n = 57), Split (n = 103), and Dubrovnik (n = 275) were For the WB assay, purified Malish-7 strain rickettsiae were dissolved in final sample buffer, and the proteins were separated by electrophoresis in a 7% sodium dodecyl sulfate-polyacrylamide gel and transferred to nitrocellulose paper (10) . Nonspecific binding sites were blocked with PBS containing 5% nonfat dry milk. Each human serum sample was diluted at 1:200 in PBS-3% milk and incubated with the nitrocellulose strips for 1 h with gentle shaking at room temperature. Alkaline phosphatase-conjugated goat anti-human immunoglobulins (anti-IgG plus anti-IgM; Bio-Rad Laboratories, Richmond, Calif.) diluted 1:100 in PBS-3% milk were incubated with the strips for 1 h. After three 10-min washes in PBS, the bound enzyme was detected with 4 (2) . Isolation and identification of rickettsiae from patients will provide definitive etiologic data, and recovery and identification of rickettsiae from ticks and mites will suggest the possibilities for the other rickettsial species that might be involved. Ultimately, serologic specificity will be achieved only when an assay of antibodies to species-specific rickettsial epitopes becomes available.
